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preface

This essay is not a contribution to philosophy. It is merely the exposi-
tion of certain ideas that attempts to deal with the theory of knowledge
ought to take into full account.

Traditional logic and epistemology have produced, by and large,
merely disquisitions on mathematics and the methods of the natural
sciences. The philosophers considered physics as the paragon of sci-
ence and blithely assumed that all knowledge is to be fashioned on its
model. They dispensed with biology, satisfying themselves that one day
later generations would succeed in reducing the phenomena of life to
the operation of elements that can be fully described by physics. They
slighted history as “mere literature” and ignored the existence of eco-
nomics. Positivism, as foreshadowed by Laplace, baptized by Auguste
Comte, and resuscitated and systematized by contemporary logical or
empirical positivism, is essentially pan-physicalism, a scheme to deny
that there is any other method of scientific thinking than that starting
from the physicist’s recording of “protocol sentences.” Its materialism
encountered opposition only on the part of metaphysicians who freely
indulged in the invention of fictitious entities and of arbitrary systems
of what they called “philosophy of history.”

This essay proposes to stress the fact that there is in the universe
something for the description and analysis of which the natural sci-
ences cannot contribute anything. There are events beyond the range
of those events that the procedures of the natural sciences are fit to ob-
serve and to describe. There is human action.

It is a fact that up to now nothing has been done to bridge over the
gulf that yawns between the natural events in the consummation of
which science is unable to find any finality and the conscious acts of
men that invariably aim at definite ends. To neglect, in the treatment
of human action, reference to the ends aimed at by the actors is no less
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absurd than were the endeavors to resort to finality in the interpretation
of natural phenomena.

It would be a mistake to insinuate that all the errors concerning the
epistemological interpretation of the sciences of human action are to
be ascribed to the unwarranted adoption of the epistemology of posi-
tivism. There were other schools of thought that confused the philo-
sophical treatment of praxeology and history even more seriously than
positivism, e.g., historicism. Yet, the following analysis deals first of all
with the impact of positivism.1

In order to avoid misinterpretation of the point of view of this essay,
it is advisable, even necessary, to stress the fact that it deals with knowl-
edge, science, and reasonable belief and that it refers to metaphysical
doctrines only as far as it is necessary to demonstrate in what respects
they differ from scientific knowledge. It unreservedly endorses Locke’s
principle of “not entertaining any proposition with greater assurance
than the proofs it is built upon will warrant.” The viciousness of posi-
tivism is not to be seen in the adoption of this principle, but in the fact
that it does not acknowledge any other ways of proving a proposition
than those practiced by the experimental natural sciences and qualifies
as metaphysical—which, in the positivist jargon, is synonymous with
nonsensical— all other methods of rational discourse. To expose the
fallaciousness of this fundamental thesis of positivism and to depict its
disastrous consequences is the only theme of this essay.

Although full of contempt for all it considers as metaphysics, the
epistemology of positivism is itself based upon a definite brand of meta-
physics. It is beyond the pale of a rational inquiry to enter into an
analysis of any variety of metaphysics, to try to appraise its value or its
tenability and to affirm or to reject it. What discursive reasoning can
achieve is merely to show whether or not the metaphysical doctrine in
question contradicts what has been established as scientifically proved
truth. If this can be demonstrated with regard to positivism’s assertions
concerning the sciences of human action, its claims are to be rejected
as unwarranted fables. The positivists themselves, from the point of view
of their own philosophy, could not help but approve of such a verdict.

General epistemology can be studied only by those who are per-
fectly familiar with all branches of human knowledge. The special

1. About historicism, see Mises, Theory and History (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1957
[Auburn, Ala.: Ludwig von Mises Institute, 1985]), pp. 198 ff.

xii � preface
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epistemological problems of the different fields of knowledge are 
accessible only to those who have a perfect acquaintance with the 
respective field. There would not be any need to mention this point if
it were not for the shocking ignorance of everything concerning the sci-
ences of human action that characterizes the writings of almost all con-
temporary philosophers.2

It may even be doubted whether it is possible to separate the analysis
of epistemological problems from the treatment of the substantive
issues of the science concerned. The basic contributions to the mod-
ern epistemology of the natural sciences were an accomplishment of
Galilei, not of Bacon, of Newton and Lavoisier, not of Kant and Comte.
What is tenable in the doctrines of logical positivism is to be found in
the works of the great physicists of the last hundred years, not in the
“Encyclopedia of Unified Science.” My own contributions to the the-
ory of knowledge, however modest they may be, are in my economic
and historical writings, especially in my books Human Action and The-

ory and History. The present essay is merely a supplement to and a com-
mentary on what economics itself says about its own epistemology.

He who seriously wants to grasp the purport of economic theory
ought to familiarize himself first with what economics teaches and only
then, having again and again reflected upon these theorems, turn to the
study of the epistemological aspects concerned. Without a most care-
ful examination of at least some of the great issues of praxeological
thinking — as, e.g., the law of returns (mostly called the law of dimin-
ishing returns), the Ricardian law of association (better known as the
law of comparative cost), the problem of economic calculation, and so
on — nobody can expect to comprehend what praxeology means and
what its specific epistemological problems involve.

preface � xiii

2. A striking example of this ignorance displayed by an eminent philosopher, Henri Bergson, is
quoted in Mises, Human Action (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1949 [4th ed., Irvington, N.Y.:
Foundation for Economic Education, 1996]), p. 33 note.
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Some Preliminary Observations
Concerning Praxeology Instead of
an Introduction

1 The Permanent Substratum of Epistemology

Pavnta rJ�ì, everything is in a ceaseless flux, says Heraclitus; there is no
permanent being; all is change and becoming. It must be left to meta-
physical speculation to deal with the problems whether this proposi-
tion can be borne out from the point of view of a superhuman intelli-
gence and furthermore whether it is possible for a human mind to think
of change without implying the concept of a substratum that, while it
changes, remains in some regard and sense constant in the succession
of its various states. For epistemology, the theory of human knowledge,
there is certainly something that it cannot help considering as perma-
nent, viz., the logical and praxeological structure of the human mind, on
the one hand, and the power of the human senses, on the other hand.
Fully aware of the fact that human nature as it is in this epoch of cosmic
changes in which we are living is neither something that existed from the
very beginning of all things nor something that will remain forever, epis-
temology must look upon it as if it were unchanging. The natural sci-
ences may try to go further and to study the problems of evolution. But
epistemology is a branch—or rather, the basis—of the sciences of man.
It deals with one aspect of the nature of man as he emerged from the eons
of cosmic becoming and as he is in this period of the history of the uni-
verse. It does not deal with thinking, perceiving and knowing in general,
but with human thinking, perceiving and knowing. For epistemology
there is something that it must take as unchanging, viz., the logical and
praxeological structure of the human mind.

One must not confuse knowledge with mysticism. The mystic may
say that “shadow and sunlight are the same.” 1 Knowledge starts from
the clear distinction between A and non-A.

1. R. W. Emerson, Brahma.
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We know that there were ages of cosmic history in which there did
not exist beings of the kind we call Homo sapiens, and we are free to as-
sume that there will be again ages in which this species will not exist.
But it is vain for us to speculate about the conditions of beings that are,
in the logical and praxeological structure of their minds and in the
power of their senses, essentially different from man as we know him
and as we are ourselves. Nietzsche’s concept of a superman is devoid of
any epistemological meaning.

2 On Action

Epistemology deals with the mental phenomena of human life, with
man as he thinks and acts. The main deficiency of traditional episte-
mological attempts is to be seen in their neglect of the praxeological as-
pects. The epistemologists dealt with thinking as if it were a separate
field cut off from other manifestations of human endeavor. They dealt
with the problems of logic and mathematics, but they failed to see the
practical aspects of thinking. They ignored the praxeological a priori.

The shortcomings of this approach became manifest in the teachings
of natural theology as distinguished from revealed theology. Natural
theology saw the characteristic mark of deity in freedom from the limi-
tations of the human mind and the human will. Deity is omniscient and
almighty. But in elaborating these ideas the philosophers failed to see
that a concept of deity that implies an acting God, that is, a God behav-
ing in the way man behaves in acting, is self-contradictory. Man acts be-
cause he is dissatisfied with the state of affairs as it prevails in the absence
of his intervention. Man acts because he lacks the power to render con-
ditions fully satisfactory and must resort to appropriate means in order
to render them less unsatisfactory. But for an almighty supreme being
there cannot be any dissatisfaction with the prevailing state of affairs.
The Almighty does not act, because there is no state of affairs that he can-
not render fully satisfactory without any action, i.e., without resorting to
any means. For Him there is no such thing as a distinction between ends
and means. It is anthropomorphism to ascribe action to God. Starting
from the limitations of his human nature, man’s discursive reasoning
can never circumscribe and define the essence of omnipotence.

However, it must be emphasized that what prevented people
from paying attention to the praxeological issues was not theological

2 � preliminary observations concerning praxeology
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